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Looking good, feeling good and having fun on a bike ride in the country.

How to keep your brain sharp at every age
to stay as sharp as you can for as long as you can—and
who doesn’t?—there’s a lot you can do to keep your
growing body of research on how the mind ages is brain flexible and responsive. Conveniently, these are
encouraging. It challenges conventional wisdom that the very same things that will help prevent heart disease
the mind inevitably declines as we get older. We have and stroke.
learned that the brain has a lifelong ability to revise
its structure and functioning in order to adapt to chang- Seek novelty every day. New experiences stimulate the
ing demands. The brain can even continue to acquire new brain, boost plasticity and promote learning. Look for
interesting ways to give your brain a workout, such as
information and heal itself after injury.
In fact, the human mind develops over a lifetime, with deliberately changing your daily routine, taking a more
scenic route to work, learning something that’s challengsome abilities peaking early and others kicking in later.
ing, finding ways to meet and interact with new people,
Implications of the new research
taking up a hobby. Reading, doing volunteer work or
The insight that the brain retains plasticity across the entire learning to play a musical instrument also keeps the
lifespan is fairly new. In practical terms, it means that no brain stimulated and growing. It’s been found that older
matter how old you may be at this moment, it’s never too people who busy their minds with puzzles, card games,
late to change your brain for the better, says Washington, art projects and other activities as little as once a week
D.C. neuropsychiatrist Richard Restak, M.D. He suggests resist cognitive decline.
By Susan Ginsberg, Ed.D.

A

thinking of your brain as a “work in progress that continues Experiment with alternative learning strategies. Find
from birth till the day you die.”
new ways to fit information into your memory. This can
New research has also shown us that brain health is lead the brain to change and reorganize itself. Memorize
linked to heart health, and what’s good for your heart may
Continued on page 2...
also be good for your brain. So here’s the scoop: if you want

Brain sharp...

Stay engaged. Social interaction

Continued from page 1

is richly complex and offers many
challenges that require the brain to
work to make sense of ever-changing conditions. Older adults who
have a rich network of friends and
who participate in social activities
tend to preserve brain function better than those who do not socialize. Visit with family and friends.
Schedule social events regularly,
and talk to new people.

your shopping list instead of writing it down using techniques such
as acronyms, rhyming and word
association.
Strengthen your visual memory. Study the seating arrangement
at your next meeting. Then close
your eyes and look away and see if
you can recreate it in your mind.
Or as you stand in line at a
store or wait to buy tickets for a
ball game, take a mental snapshot
of the people in the next line over.
Turn away and recall as many de- Playing chess is great, no matter how old you are.
tails as you can. Then look back
problems. “Creative thinking gets olive oil, nuts, avocados, sesame
and see how well you did.
both sides of the brain working,” seeds, broccoli, the cabbage famReduce stress, fight depression. says neurologist Alice Flaherty, ily, blue and purple berries, kidProlonged stress can negatively af- also with Mass General.
ney beans, tea and coffee.
fect your memory. For vulnerable
This is very similar to the
individuals, persistent stress also Eat right. A healthy diet supplies Mediterranean Diet, which many
increases the risk of depression, brain cells with energy. It provides people have followed for years. It’s
which makes the brain less adapt- the chemicals needed for com- been front-page news recently beable and less able to store memo- munication among cells, protect- cause of research in Spain involving brain tissue from injury and
ries and make decisions.
ing 7,447 people, published by
“While it may not be possible promoting the formation of new The New England Journal of Medito control the external events that blood cells and connections.
cine. The study found that people
It’s best to eat a variety of foods
cause stress (and you should not
55 to 80 who ate a balanced diet
deny the problems in your life), focusing on “super foods” rich in including fruit, vegetables and fish
research shows that there are many the nutrients that boost brain func- supplemented with nuts or olive
health benefits of adopting a posi- tion, says Dr. David Mischoulon oil were at 30 percent lower risk
tive attitude,” says Dr. Maurizio of the Harvard Medical School. of heart disease than people on a
Fava of the Massachusetts General These include dark leafy greens, typical low-fat diet.
Hospital Psychiatry Department.
Feelings of optimism and apCan supplements preserve memory?
preciation can help counteract the
he answer is a clear “no.” Up until now, no supplement has been shown to reliably
harmful consequences of depresenhance brain function or improve memory.
sion and anxiety. Staying upbeat
helps lower the stress hormones
Even so, there’s a busy market in commercial memory-enhancing supplements with
that can interfere with thinking
names like Brain Strong, Senior Moment and Neuro Nectar that claim to “stabilize
and remembering. It also appears
brain cell membranes,” “suppress inflammation,” “help with cognitive dysfunction
to reduce a person’s overall likeliand dementia” and “promote mental alertness and memory.”
hood of developing dementia.

T

Get “into” the arts. Simply lis-

tening to music can sharpen your
brain, says Dr. Restak. Seeing and
studying works of art can improve
your memory and other thinking
processes by creating new linkages
and networks within your brain.
Creative pursuits help too.
Writing poetry, painting a portrait or improvising on a musical
instrument can strengthen your
powers of association that play a
key role in remembering information and finding solutions to
2

However, says Dr. David Mischoulon, “no commercial memory supplement or natural
product has been conclusively shown in large, randomized, placebo-controlled trials to
significantly improve memory, lower the risk of Alzheimer’s Disease or stop cognitive
decline.” He cautions that because memory supplements are not regulated by the FDA,
their purity, strength and quality are not standardized. Some products may even cause
undesirable side effects.
There’s nothing new about the basic formulation for these supplements. They are
some combination of several “brain boosting compounds.” They typically include
vitamins and natural substances widely available in health food stores. Brand-name
products tend to be more expensive than generic ones, but there’s no evidence that
they’re more effective.
Most experts agree that lifestyle measures such as getting plenty of exercise, eating
and sleeping well—and following the many good suggestions in this article—are a
more effective way to enhance and maintain brain function and memory. u

Go beyond your comfort zone.

Although the brain is adaptive,
it tends to be lazy, particularly in
relation to intellectual activity.
To stay sharp, we all need to push
ourselves and try things we’re not
necessarily good at or comfortable
with. For example, if your career
and training are in the arts, learn
more about science or economics. Read challenging books. Take
courses. Travel if you can. And
whatever you get interested in,
look for ways to share your new
knowledge with others.
Get serious about exercising. It’s

the No. 1 contributor to longevity. The way to maintain muscle
strength and function is through
physical activity. “If you don’t use
it, you’re going to lose it,” says
Dr. Timothy Church of Baton
Rouge, a specialist in preventive
medicine.
Exercise is also a good treatment for depression. It lowers anxiety and stress levels and improves
sleep. It reduces the risk of cardiovascular disease by keeping blood
sugar and insulin lower.
Regular exercise slows brain
aging, keeps the brain oxygenated and encourages the growth of
new brain cells. Just 30 minutes
of aerobic exercise three times a
week have been found to enlarge
the hippocampus, that part of the
brain that regulates emotion and
memory. Strength training has
also been found to improve the
brain’s “executive function,” its
ability to focus, process information and make decisions.
The calm and relaxation that
come with being physically active
are helpful both to the head and
the heart. u
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Interchange

Family-friendly law marks 20th anniversary

Q

I used the Family and Medical
Leave Act (FMLA) for eight
weeks so I could stay home to be
with our newly adopted infant
daughter. It was a godsend for my
family that all your readers should
know about, if they don’t already.

A new study by the U.S. Department of Labor has found
that the impact of the FMLA on
workers, families and businesses
has been very positive. Here are a
few of its key findings:

Most employees reported using
—L.W., Denver the FMLA for their own illnesses
(57 percent), and 22 percent took
We agree. The FMLA is 20 leave for reasons relating to a new
years old now and since it was child: pregnancy, birth, adoption
enacted, it has been used 100 mil- or foster care.
lion times—by workers recovering
from a medical condition, caring Women made up 56 percent of
for a family member or bond- employees who took leave from
ing with a new child. And, since their jobs in the past year. The rate
2008, the law has allowed military of leave-taking among men has
families to care for injured service increased in small by steady increments over the past 20 years.
members for up to 26 weeks.

A

Most

leaves

were

relatively

short.

Forty percent of employees
were away from their work for 10
days or less, and 70 percent were
back at work within 40 days.
Women who used the FMLA to
care for a new child reported taking the longest leaves (averaging
about 58 days). Men who stayed
home to care for a new child took
an average of 10 days.
Two-thirds of employees using
the FMLA reported receiving at
least some pay while on leave.
Nearly half of workers who
said they needed leave but didn’t
take it said they were unable to afford unpaid leave. u

research review

Why so few U.S. girls seek careers in science

W

hy are there so many more men than women
in the top ranks of science? Researchers have
been asking this question for years, and they
recently picked up a fascinating clue.
It came in the form of a test given by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) to a representative group of 15-year-olds
in 65 countries around the world. In that test, girls
outperformed boys in science in a majority of the
countries—but not in the United States. In the U.S.,
boys outperformed girls.
Andreas Schleicher, who oversaw the test for the
OECD, suggests that the incentives to learn science
and math vary markedly from country to country.
In the United States, he said, boys are simply more
likely than girls to “see science as something that affects their life.”
But why? These days American women are working side by side with men in so
many new fields—and now
they’re even combat soldiers.
What is deterring them from
careers in science? How is it
that this field is still so maledominated? Is there a cultural
stereotype at work?
Perhaps so.
“We see that very early
in childhood—around
age 4—gender roles in
occupations appear to be
WFL April 2013 w www.workandfamilylife.com

formed,” says Christianne Corbett, coauthor of the
2010 report Why So Few? Women in Science, Technology, Engineering and Math. “As a result, women are
less likely to go into science careers, although they are
clearly capable of succeeding.”
These cultural forces seem particularly strong in
the United States, Britain and Canada but far less so
in Russia, Asia and the Middle East, which have a
much higher percentage of women in science and engineering. For example, in Jordan, girls scored more
than 8 percent better in science than boys did.
For girls in many Arab countries, a good education is the key to moving up in the social structure,
says Schleicher. It’s the one sure way to earn upward
mobility.
So it’s no surprise that in Jordan, 15-year-old girls
have a strong incentive to achieve in school.
Likewise in Asia. Students in Asian
countries had some of
the highest scores
on the OECD
test—and girls
consistently outscored boys. u
—Adapted
from the
New York
Times
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Let’s splurge on
the honeymoon,
not on the dress

R

esearch has consistently shown
that most people are happier
when they spend money on a
concert ticket than on new clothes.
But why? Here are some clues:

Experiences defy comparison. That
shiny new laptop seems less
exciting after your coworker gets
the slimmer model with a bigger
screen. But if you both take a
Caribbean vacation, hearing about
someone’s nicer hotel doesn’t spoil
your memories.

Act now, buy later. Spending on
products often triggers buyer’s
remorse, while not spending on
experiences can lead to regret. For
example, you’re happy you didn’t
splurge on that fancy blender,
but you still regret not seizing an
opportunity to study abroad.

You are what you do. Sure, you
enjoy your smart phone, but it’s
not part of you. Memories of your
experiences are part of your identity, however, and unlike a new TV,
they get rosier with time. u
—Adapted from Psychology Today
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ELDER ISSUES

If you’re moving, plan ahead with an older relative

I

f your family is moving,
there’s a lot to work out:
a new house, new schools,
perhaps a new job for you
or your spouse and countless
other details. Many of us also
live near older relatives who
depend on us socially or to
provide help occasionally or
even on a daily basis.
How you handle decisions
that need to be made in relation
to them will depend on your
relative’s health and degree
of independence, of course.
Here are some issues to think
about, along with suggestions “I’ll miss seeing you as often, but this is a wonderful opportunity.”
to help minimize the stress of
Most older people, especially that you’re doing, you may need
the move, both on you and your
those who are not fully indepen- to hire someone to help out.
older relative.
dent, have three main concerns,
r Plan ahead for a possible
Talk about how you feel
says Dayan. Am I ever going to hear
emergency. Make sure your relaWhen you start a discussion about from you? Who is going to be respon- tive knows whom to contact lomoving away from your parents sible for me? What will happen in cally for household and health
or in-laws, you can almost assume an emergency?
services. Leave all of the numbers
that “your older relative will feel Address specific concerns
where you can be reached in your
abandoned and you’ll feel guilty,”
new location: work, home and
says social worker Trish Dayan of Try to be as specific as you can be mobile phones. Provide backup
Stamford, CT, who works with about how these worries will be numbers—perhaps for another
families dealing with elder issues. addressed.
family member—in case you are
She advises talking with your rela- r
Review everything you do temporarily unable to be reached.
tives about your plans as soon as
for your parent. Who takes your
r Keep your older relative in
possible.
mother to the doctor? Cashes her the loop. Take pictures of your
“Tell them how you feel and
checks? Helps your father with new house and community, your
that you understand how hard it is
grocery shopping? Even small de- child’s new school and anything
for them,” she says. “Explain why
tails are important, so try to be else you think will be of interest.
moving is an important decision—
as thorough as possible. If other Picturing your daily routines will
for your career, retirement or new
family members and friends are help your relative feel more a part
opportunity. Reassure them that
unavailable to take on the tasks of your new life. Make plans for
they will be safe and cared for.”

grandchildren to stay in touch
by calling, e-mailing, using Face
Time or Skype—whatever form
of communication your older
relative prefers.
r Agree on a time to call at
least once a week.

This will be
something your relative looks forward to and an opportunity for
you to reconnect as well. Suggest
that both of you keep track of
matters you want to discuss.
“My mother and I keep a running list of all the things we need
and want to talk about,” says
Joanne. “We feel like we’re really
accomplishing something, and we
spend less time on the ‘How are
you? I’m fine’ talk.”
r Plan a return visit after a
month or so, if possible.

Check
up on how things are going. Try
to include at least one weekday in
your visit, so you can make health
care appointments, call on local
agencies or make new arrangements if they’re necessary.
This process may be difficult,
but there’s a plus side, Dayan says.
Moving can enhance your relationship with an older relative.
“You’re less likely to take each
other for granted,” she says. “You
put more value on your telephone
time, and you enlarge the circle of
friends and relatives who will get
to know and be involved with you
and your parents in new ways. ◆

Have you thought about moving your relative too?

A

s a rule, says Trish Dayan, it’s better for your older relatives to stay where they
are, in familiar surroundings and where their support system is already in place.
But that’s not always possible. Here’s what Dayan says is important to consider in
three different situations.

n If your relative lives in “senior housing” or another independent

n If your relative requires nursing home care, you’ll need to research the

minimum supervision, chances are that he or she will also have developed a social
network that would be hard to replace. And facilities such as these are not available
everywhere.

community to which you are moving. What’s available? How much does it cost?
Be aware that Medicaid payments differ from state to state. And weigh the pros and
cons. Ask yourself, “Is my ability to be near my relative worth the tradeoff of a
possibly disruptive, disorienting move?”

4

living situation that is subsidized, moving is probably not a good idea. Your relative
already has his or her daily routines and support system established.
n If your relative lives in a continuing care, privately paid facility with

Before making any decisions, do further research to determine what’s available in the
community to which you are moving. ◆
WFL April 2013 w www.workandfamilylife.com

parenting

Take the annual ‘Screen-Free Week’ challenge
By Dana E. Friedman, Ed.D.

More and more commercials

s much as we marvel at the
wonders of technology, we
are amazed at the time our
children spend with it. A
Kaiser Family Foundation study
found that American kids from 8
to 18 spend 7.5 hours a day with
screens: 4.5 hours watching TV,
1.5 hours on computers and more
than an hour on video games.
Preschool children spend more
than 4 hours a day with screens.
Forty percent of 3-month-old infants are regular viewers of screen
media, and about a quarter of kids
under age 2 already have a TV set
in their bedroom.
All of this has happened despite the American Academy of
Pediatrics recommendation of “no
screen time for children under 2.”

Since the deregulation of advertising in 1984, commercials geared
directly to kids have grown from
$100 million to $17 billion a year.
Children from 2 to 11 watch
about 25,000 commercials annually. Research has shown that kids
as young as 6 months can recognize popular commercial brands.
Yale researchers have reported
that every day, on average, kids see
12–14 food ads on TV—a third
for cereals, a third for candies and
a third for fast food.
Advertising messages are also
being directed to children through
websites with reward programs,
social media, Twitter, Facebook,
mobile apps, and online games.

Impact on younger children

It used to be that if a show was
popular, a line of toys or products
followed, says Dr. Susan Linn of
the Harvard Medical School and
Director of the Campaign for a
Commercial Free Childhood.
But now, the products are developed first and then the show is
launched. The result is that a large
majority of toys on the market are
connected to movies or TV.
These toys are less likely to encourage creative play because they
come with their own “scripts.”
Children need to play and explore
with “open-ended” materials like
blocks, water, paints and other
toys that invite them to use their
imagination.

A

These statistics are worrisome, especially for young children, says
Dr. JoAnn Deak, author of The
Fantastic Elastic Brain. In the first
10 years of a child’s life, the brain
is designed to learn by doing—by
interacting directly with people
and things. In terms of language
development, brain growth is only
impacted by in-person talking.
Brain scans show that young kids
do not learn at all from a screen.
“Language-acquisition centers
show no change when language is
being received by video or audio,”
says Dr. Deak. They do show a
change when another person is in
the room speaking with the child.
Impact on school success
Research has shown a connection
between children’s screen time
and their success at school as well.
Students who spend less time with
screens get better grades, are better able to concentrate and have
improved problem-solving skills.
They sleep better and they have
more imagination, curiosity, creativity and even compassion.

Impact on kids’ creative play

Evaluate media use
The most important thing we can
do during this screen-free week
is to take a family audit. Look at
who, how, when, where and why
media is used in your home.
Here are some more tips on
how to be a screen-smart parent.
You may recognize a few from an
article by children’s media guru
James Steyer (September 2012 issue, Work & Family Life). But
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Kids love it when story time becomes a family activity.

they are important and very much Point out how commercials are separate from the program.
worth repeating:
Think about limiting screen time to Ask kids about their favorite characters. Who are they? Why did they do
specific days and times.
that? How do they feel?
Remove screens from kids’ bedrooms.
Discuss how a problem was solved
Turn off the TV and other media and how your child would solve it.
during meals. Have children ask if
Balance media with other activities.
they can turn on media.
Talk, sing, plan and read with your
Discuss media with children. Talk child. Play outside.
about what’s good and bad—what
And after it’s all over, look back
you like and don’t like.
on
Screen-Free
Week and try to reHave an understanding of what is
shape
your
family
time so it is more
and is not allowed in your family.
“screen smart.” There’s a whole
Talk about frightening images on TV screen-free world waiting for you
and video screens. Point out the dif- and your children. u
ference between fantasy and reality.
Keep young kids away from scary —The author is president of The
news stories on TV and talk to older Early Years Institute. For more
children about what they’re seeing. information, see www.eyi.org.
Third Annual Screen-Free Week: April 29–May 5

W

hat can we do about the excessive media trend? One thing is to take the third
annual Screen-Free Week challenge from April 29 to May 5. It’s a national
campaign to encourage families to turn off their TVs, computers and video games for
seven days and to explore other ways to enjoy family time together. For more
information, visit www.eyi.org/screenfree.
The “screen smart” message reminds us that there is indeed a life away from screens.
Screen-Free Week is coordinated by the Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood.
See www.commercialfreechildhood.org.
5

on the job

When you mess up, fess up…and make amends
By Anne Perryman

P

oliticians, entertainers, company executives, sports stars
and even religious leaders
keep telling me how sorry
they are for things they did wrong.
Since I don’t know most of these
people personally, I’m not really
sure that it’s my place to forgive
them. But they keep asking.
This experience has taught me
a thing or two about how to apologize and at least give the impression that you are truly sincere.
“An effective apology is both
a Science and an Art,” says the
website PerfectApology.com, one of
many online resources devoted to
helping us fess up when we mess
up. The science part is a formula:
a combination of ingredients that
will produce the ideal response of
forgiveness. The art part is in how
to deliver it effectively.

approach than saying you’re sorry
to an old friend whose birthday
you forgot. It may take more than
a note or phone call to smooth
things over.
Workplace apologies
Whether we’re apologizing at
work or in our personal life, the
basic principle is the same. We
need to make amends because
it’s the right thing to do. But it’s
much more complicated at the
workplace because we have strategic reasons as well.

We also apologize to rebuild or
strengthen relationships that were
damaged. The workplace is all about
relationships—with our supervisors,
fellow workers and vendors as well
as clients and customers.
Understanding the context
One big reason for apologizing is
that we did something that undermined who we are or how we want
other people to think about us—
something that we feel was “be-

Some apology guidelines
Experts agree that the perfect
workplace apology (see box below) requires that you or your
company do the following:
Acknowledge the hurt or damage
and take responsibility for it.
Recognize your role or the company’s role in the situation.
Include a statement of regret. Ask
for forgiveness. If it’s something you can control, promise it won’t happen again.

Consider the variables
The best approach to any apology,
written or verbal, depends on your
answers to these three questions.
To whom are you apologizing? A friend?
Relative? Customer? Coworker?
How close is your relationship? Romantic? Business? Family member?
Close friend?
How serious was your mistake? Mending fences with a coworker or client
who was seriously hurt by something you did requires a different

Provide a form of restitution, if possible.

“Guess I’d better say something sooner than later.”

For example, the old saying,
“The customer is always right”
could mean that sometimes we
apologize if something went
wrong—regardless of who was at
fault. We do it as a goodwill gesture to keep the customers we have
and, ideally, to get new ones.

neath us,” says Dr. Aaron Lazare, a
psychiatrist who has written widely
about the importance of repairing
damaged relationships. As a result
of our misbehavior, we feel embarrassed and uncomfortable, and our
discomfort makes it all the more difficult to know what to say.

Why this company’s apology was called ‘just about perfect’

I

n the annals of good business apologies, writes Peter F. Goolpacy, Ph.D.,
one by JetBlue was just about perfect—well-timed and effective after a
holiday weekend of long, frustrating flight delays.
Basically, the airline said, “We’re embarrassed. But most of all, we are
deeply sorry...for the worst operational week in [our] history.” The apology came directly from the company’s founder and CEO in three forms:
(1) a letter to its customers, (2) a video posted on YouTube, and (3) the
announcement of a new Customer Bill of Rights.
The company did not blame the weather or the fact that it was a particularly busy President’s Day weekend when the delays occurred. The letter
stated:
”Words cannot express how truly sorry we are for the anxiety, frustra-

6

There’s a glass-half-full
way of looking at this. In
other words, doing something
wrong was not typical behavior—that, for the most part,
we do things right.
Interestingly, people who
often mess things up tend to
get better at apologizing, and
we can too. It’s like when you
accidentally bump into someone and say “pardon me”
without a second thought.

tion and inconvenience that you, your family, friends and colleagues
experienced....JetBlue was founded on the promise of bringing humanity
back to air travel, and making the experience of flying happier....We know
we failed to deliver on this promise last week. You deserved better—a lot
better—and we let you down.”
The inclusion of the Customer Bill of Rights satisfied two additional ingredients of the perfect business apology, says Dr. Goolpacy: a commitment to
change and some form of restitution or compensation.
In JetBlue’s case, the company also announced that it would give customers: $25 vouchers for 30–60 minute delays, $100 for 1–2 hour delays,
free trips for 2–3 hour delays, and a $1000 refund to those who were
involuntarily denied boarding. u

Timing is critical
The shelf life is very short on
any apology. Wired magazine
emphasized the importance of
timing and urges people to:
Come clean quickly. Apologies
lose their luster after a string
of equivocations and denials.
It looks like you fessed up only
because you got cornered.
Take the rap. Don’t use the passive voice (“mistakes were
made”) or weasel words (“I’m
sorry if you…”) that shift the
blame onto others—especially
the person you wronged.
Make good. If you did material
wrong, clean it up or pay for
it. If the pain you caused was
emotional, list the steps you’re
taking to make sure it will
never happen again. u
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Study cautions
pre-workout
ibuprofen use

A

reported majority (70%)
of distance runners,
cyclists and other endurance
athletes take ibuprofen
before workouts or competitions, as a preventive against
muscle soreness. But that
practice has been called into
question by researchers.
A new study by Dr. Kim van
Wijck of the Orbis Medical
Center in the Netherlands
adds to the body of evidence
that ibuprofen and other
anti-inflammatory painkillers
taken before a workout offer
no benefit and may have
negative health implications.
Painkillers taken before a
workout can hamper the
body’s ability to absorb
nutrients, especially after exercise, says Dr. Wijck, whose
findings were published
in “Medicine & Science in
Sports and Exercise.” This
could impair the ability of
tired muscles to regenerate
and resupply themselves
with fuel. (Her research
looked only at the use of ibuprofen as a preventive and
not at the risks and benefits
of its use after an injury.)
If this has become public
knowledge, why do so many
endurance athletes continue
to use often large doses of
ibuprofen and related antiinflammatory drugs prior to
a workout?
“The idea is just entrenched
in the athletic community
that ibuprofen will help you
train better and harder,”
says Dr. David C. Nieman,
professor of health and
exercise science at Appalachian State University and
a ultra-marathoner himself.
“But that belief is simply not
true.” u
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Is this better than that? Decisions, decisions...

C

hoices we make about food
and nutrition often come
down to the question: “Is
A better than B?” Fried or
baked? White meat or dark? Organic or conventional? Name
brand or generic? And if you decide that A is indeed better than B
but costs more, is it worth it?
In some cases, the answers are
no-brainers. We’ve all learned a
lot about features of the American
diet that are making us fatter and
less healthy. But there are
less obvious choices too.
Here are three “Is this
better than that?” Q&As
from the Nutrition Action
Healthletter.
Is eating earlier in the
day better than eating
late? (No)
Many diet programs advise people to limit their
nightly food intake. The
conventional wisdom is
that food eaten when we’re less active is more likely to be stored as
fat. But this is not based on hard
evidence.
Researchers who tracked the
eating habits and body weights
of 7,400 men and women for 10
years found that the percentage
of daily calories eaten after 5 pm
had no bearing on weight changes.
It’s the amount you eat that makes

the difference, not the time of
day. Of course, if you do eat extra
calories—often at night—because
you’re tired or bored or stressed,
they will eventually show up
around your waistline.
Is canned light tuna better
than albacore? (Yes)
Light tuna typically contains less
mercury than white (albacore)
tuna. It’s because albacore is a
larger, more predatory species than

skipjack, which is canned as light
tuna. A Consumer Reports analysis
of tuna purchased in the New York
area found that albacore averaged
about six times more mercury than
light tuna. The mercury content is
particularly important for young
kids and women who are (or plan
to become) pregnant or nursing.
For a higher price, albacore
with much lower levels of mercury

is available from smaller, younger
Pacific albacore that are pole- or
troll-caught in waters off northern
California, Oregon and Washington. For more information about
this and other “Super Green” fish,
visit www.montereybayaquarium.
org.
Is calcium citrate better than
calcium carbonate? (Depends)
Unlike calcium carbonate, the
main ingredient in many supplements, calcium citrate
doesn’t need stomach
acid to be broken
down. So if you take
calcium on an empty
stomach, citrate is the
way to go. But taken
with a meal, there’s
no significant difference.
Calcium carbonate is cheaper and
less bulky. To get the
same amount of calcium, you need
to take twice as much citrate as
carbonate. The current RDA for
calcium is 1,000 mg a day from
food and supplements combined
for women 50 and under and men
70 and under, and 1,200 mg a day
for people older than that. Taking
more than 500 mg at a time is a
waste, since that’s all that can be
efficiently absorbed. u

20-20-20 rule relieves more than eyestrain

I

f you spend much of your day sitting in front of a computer, you might want to try a
variation on the old 20-20-20 rule that’s been used to reduce eye strain. (You take 20
seconds to look at something 20 feet away, instead of your computer, and repeat this every
20 minutes.) The variation works like this:
Every 20 minutes, walk 20 feet away for 20 seconds or more. You might stop by a coworker’s desk, get a cup of coffee or a drink of water. Pace up and down the hallway. Stretch
your arms. Just do something other than sitting—something that involves movement.
Yet another approach is the sit-stand workstation that invites movement. “When I stand
at my desk, if I’ve got a thought, I’ll walk around,” says Jack Dennerlein, an ergonomics
professor at Northeastern’s Bouvé College of Health Sciences in Boston.
But standing for long periods isn’t good for you either, Dr. Dennerlein says. The key is to
continually vary your work posture. Make adjustments in your workstation that feel right
for you. “Keep moving and changing things around,“ he says. u
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Ways to protect children from sports injuries

P

laying and watching sports
are a big part of our culture.
Athletics are also important
to a healthy lifestyle. And
these days more than 35 million
U.S. kids play organized sports.
Each year children chalk up
a lot of sports-related injuries.
Most are minor, but many are
severe—and could be prevented
with some common sense and a
few safety precautions, says Dr.
James R. Andrews, an orthopedic
surgeon and one of the top sports
doctors in the country.
In his new book Any Given
Monday, Dr. Andrews provides a
reference guide for young athletes

and the adults in their life: parents, teachers, coaches and sports
fans. His book covers 25 of the
most popular youth sports including cheerleading, dance, martial
arts, gymnastics, skateboarding
and snowboarding.
Dr.
Andrews
says that nearly half
of all the sports injuries kids receive
stem from overuse.
He describes sportspecific steps to prevent injuries that
can be prevented
and properly treat
those that can’t.

“Good habits set early on can
last for life,” he says. “By encouraging the safest possible techniques, we can help all children
gain the benefits of involvement
with organized sports: physical
activity, teamwork,
socialization,
selfconfidence and good
sportsmanship.”
Dr. Andrews also
offers checklists to
ensure that safeguards
are in place for each
sport. In a chapter on
“Debunking a Few
Myths,” he rejects the
old “no pain, no gain”

adage: “Pain exists for a reason:
to warn our bodies when something is wrong.” Too often, he
adds, coaches and parents advise
young players to “play through
the pain,” so kids accept that
hurting is part of the game.
Of course, there will be some
discomfort when you’re getting
into shape, he says. The problem
is realizing the difference between
normal soreness and pain.
Any Given Monday: Sports Injuries and How to Prevent Them
for Athletes, Parents, and Coaches
(Scribner, $25, hardcover) is
available in bookstores, online
and on Kindle. u
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